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25 September 1918   MEDAL OF HONOR.  On a voluntary patrol, Capt. Edward V. 

Rickenbacker spotted seven German aircraft.  Despite the odds, he dove on them and shot down 

two of the enemy.  For this action, he received the Medal of Honor.  For more on Rickenbacker, 

the leading U.S. ace of World War I with 26 victories, see this article. 

 

29 September 1918   MEDAL OF HONOR.  Frank Luke enlisted in the 

Army during World War I.  After flight training, his specific mission was to 

destroy observation balloons.  Luke earned the nickname “the Arizona 

balloon buster” after destroying 14 enemy balloons and airplanes in 17 days 

of combat.  On 29 September, Luke fought through eight enemy fighter 

escorts to shoot down three more balloons.  Severely wounded, Luke dropped 

close to the ground and fired on German ground forces before crash landing.  

Once on the ground, Luke drew a pistol and fired at enemy soldiers until he 

died.  At the time of his death, Frank Luke was 21 years old and the leading 

ace among U.S. pilots.  He received the Medal of Honor posthumously.  Luke Field on Ford 

Island in Pearl Harbor and Luke Air Force Base in Arizona were named in his honor. 

"Man, how that kid could fly!  No one, mind you, no one, had the sheer 

contemptuous courage that boy possessed. I know he's been criticized for 

being such a lone-hander, but, good Lord, he won us priceless victories by 

those very tactics. He was an excellent pilot and probably the best flying 

marksman on the Western Front. We had any number of expert pilots and 

there was no shortage of good shots, but the perfect combination, like the 

perfect specimen of anything in the world, was scarce. Frank Luke was the 

perfect combination." - Harold Hartney, Commander, 1st Pursuit Group 

"He was the most daring aviator and greatest fighter pilot of the entire war.  

His life is one of the brightest glories of our Air Service.  He went on a 

rampage and shot down fourteen enemy aircraft, including ten balloons, in 

eight days.  No other ace - Britain’s Bishop from Canada, France's Fonck or 

even the dreaded Richthofen - had ever come close to that." 

- Eddie Rickenbacker 

 

24 September 1929   At Mitchel Field, NY, Lt. James H. “Jimmy” 

Doolittle (left) made the first instruments-only, all-blind flight, 

from takeoff to landing.  Doolittle flew with a covered cockpit for a 

short distance and landed.  A check pilot monitored the flight.  

     Doolittle made important contributions to aviation technology, 

specifically instrument flying.  He helped develop fog-flying 

equipment including the artificial horizon and directional gyroscope.  

These achievements made all-weather flight operations safe and 

practical, and earned Doolittle the Harmon Trophy. 

http://www.pacaf.af.mil/shared/media/document/AFD-120420-050.pdf
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29 September 1938   Maj. Gen. Henry H. Arnold became chief of the Army Air Corps, 

replacing Maj. Gen. Oscar Westover, who died in an airplane crash on September 21st.  

 

30 September 1940   

Hickam’s “Big Barracks,” 
also called “Hale Makai,” 

was completed.  The world’s 

largest single military 

barracks at the time, it could 

house 3,200 personnel and 

feed them in shifts in the 

central mess hall.  The 

building is now home to 

PACAF Headquarters. 

 

27 September 1943   For the first time, P–47s escorted B-17s all the way to their targets in 

Germany.  The P–47s flew over 600 miles by carrying additional fuel tanks.   

 

26 September 1945   The Army’s Corporal missile, the first research rocket and the first 

liquid-propellant rocket, completed its first development flight at the White Sands Proving 

Grounds.  The rocket rose to 43.5 miles, about twice the expected altitude.  The technology led 

to further programs such as Aerobee research rockets, Viking rockets and Titan ICBMs. 

 

25 September 1947    President Truman named Gen. Carl A. Spaatz as the first USAF chief of 

staff.  On the following day, Defense Secretary James W. Forrestal ordered air personnel, bases, 

and materiel transferred from the Army to the new Department of the Air Force. 

 

27 September 1951   In Operation PELICAN, a C–124 Globemaster II flew for the first time 

from Japan to Korea, delivering 30,000 pounds of aircraft parts to Kimpo Airfield and 

demonstrating the potential of very large transport aircraft in a combat theater. 

 

28 September 1954   The YF-101A Voodoo first flew at Edwards AFB.  The heaviest, fastest 

single-seat U.S. fighter of this period, 

the “one-oh-wonder” had roles as a 

bomber escort, nuclear fighter-bomber, 

and air-defense interceptor and was the 

first fighter used for supersonic photo 

reconnaissance.  The F-101 also had a 

large role in the development of its 

replacement – the F-4 Phantom. 
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27 September 1956   MACH 3.  Capt. Milburn G. Apt, 

USAF, became the first pilot to fly at three times the speed 

of sound, but the flight ended in tragedy.  Capt. Apt flew a 

Bell X–2 rocket-plane dropped from a bomber launched at 

Edwards AFB.   (At left, Capt Apt is in the X-2 cockpit.) 

     Military jet designs had smaller wings and tails to reduce 

drag.  No one knew that the higher speeds and lower stability 

of these designs would cause inertia coupling – a 

phenomenon in which control inputs on the wings met 

resistance from fuselage inertia, throwing the aircraft into 

extremely violent, uncontrolled motion.   

     Capt. Apt was an experienced test pilot but he was new to the x-craft program.  On this flight, 

Capt. Apt ran low on fuel and turned back towards Edwards while still above Mach 3.  The X-2 

tumbled out of control, and Capt.  Apt was unable to free himself from the escape capsule before 

impact.  The lessons learned from Capt. Apt’s flight and other tests led to improved airframe 

designs, stability augmentation systems and other improvements to high-performance aircraft.  

 

24 September 1964   President Johnson presented 

aviation's highest honor, the Robert J. Collier 

Trophy to Clarence L. “Kelly” Johnson of 

Lockheed (pictured at right).  Ten days earlier, 

Kelly Johnson also received the Presidential 

Medal of Freedom, the highest civilian award.   

     One of the most talented and prolific aircraft 

design engineers in the history of aviation, Kelly 

Johnson and Lockheed’s “Skunk Works” 

designed and/or developed over 40 aircraft, 

including the P-38, F-104, U-2 and SR-71.   

     Johnson’s boss at Lockheed once exclaimed, “That damned Swede can actually see air!" 

 

24 September 1987   The Thunderbirds gave their first show ever in the People's Republic of 

China before some 20,000 Chinese in Beijing. 

 

27 September 1991   President George H. W. Bush ordered termination of SAC alert, initiated in 

October 1957, during which crews had stood ready around the clock to launch nuclear strikes. 

This event heralded the end of the Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union. 

 

27 September 2001   SECDEF Donald Rumsfeld announced that President George W. Bush had 

given certain military commanders the authority to destroy hijacked civilian airliners. 

 

29 September 2001   The U.S. launched satellites from Alaska for the first time, using the 

Kodiak Launch Complex.  Previous U.S. space launches were only from Florida or California. 


